Since the 1990s, Ireland has experienced considerable immigration. Currently, 12% of its schoolchildren come from immigrant backgrounds. The majority of these children learn English as a second (additional) language (ESL/EAL). The Irish Department of Education and Skills (DES) provides a programme of English language support for young ESL learners.
Introduction

Ireland and immigration
Ireland, a country with a long history of emigration, has experienced substantial immigration since the 1990s. Among the early arrivals were up to 1200 refugees from Bosnia and Herzegovina who were admitted as part of a United Nations resettlement programme for victims of conflict in the Balkans (UNHCR Ireland, 2004) . Increasing numbers of refugees and asylum-seekers from other national backgrounds also sought to build new lives in Ireland. At the same time, Ireland's economy was developing rapidly and, during this so- From 2008 onwards the rate of immigration slowed due to the impact of the global economic crisis on Ireland. As the country fell into recession, emigration -mostly of Irish nationalsagain took precedence2. However, the results of the 2011 census reveal that immigration has far from ceased and that many immigrants have decided to stay in Ireland. At least 12% of residents are classified as 'non-Irish nationals', with 122.585 people of Polish nationality the largest 'non-Irish' group (CSO, 2012).
Consequences for education
The 2011 census results further indicate that an increasing proportion of Ireland's immigrant population is aged fifteen years and younger (CSO, 2012) . Therefore, as acknowledged by the Irish Department of Education (DES) and Office of the Minister for Integration (OMI) in their Intercultural Education Strategy 2010-2015, 'immigrants will remain a definite feature of the Irish education system' (DES and OMI, 2010, p.10) .
Currently, it is estimated by the DES that around 12% of children at school in Ireland come from immigrant backgrounds (DES, 2011; . The majority of these children speak a home language other than English or Irishthe two official languages of Ireland. Consequently, as most of them attend schools in which English is the main medium of instruction, they are 1 The current population of the Republic of Ireland is 4.59 million (CSO, 2014). 2 By 2013 the annual immigration rate was 55,900 (having fallen to 41,800 in 2010) with annual emigration of 89,000 (mostly of Irish nationals) recorded in that year (CSO, 2014); recent indicators suggest that net outward migration is now decreasing.
A framework for English language support
English Language Proficiency Benchmarks
The rapid transformation of schools into multilingual and culturally diverse environments was a shock to the Irish education system. A major concern among teachers was that most of them had little or no previous experience of teaching children who were non-native speakers of the language of education. Guidance and training was required in relation to EAL teaching.
The DES assigned responsibility for delivering this to Integrate Ireland Language and Training (IILT), a campus company of Trinity College Dublin which was also involved in the provision of English language support for adult migrants. An essential first step in this process was the development of two sets of English Language Proficiency Benchmarksone for primary and one for secondary education. These were derived from the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) (Council of Europe, 2001) but adapted to meet the specific language learning needs of immigrant children at school in Ireland. They provided frameworks for English language support at both primary and secondary level and served as a basis for the development of resources for EAL teaching and in-service teacher training.
The Primary Benchmarks
Since this chapter concerns the acquisition of English L2 among primary school children, it will focus on theEnglish language proficiency benchmarks for non-English-speaking pupils at primary level (IILT, 2003) , hereafter referred to simply as the Benchmarks. As pointed out above, these Benchmarks are a context-appropriate adaptation of the CEFR designed for EAL pupils in Irish primary schools. They share the same 'action-oriented' approach to language learning adopted by the CEFR (Council of Europe, 2001, p.9) and use 'can do' descriptors to describe the development of communicative skills and communicative language competences. However, there are important differences between the CEFR and the Benchmarks. The CEFR was designed with the language learning experience of adult and late adolescent learners in mind. It describes language proficiency development across six Common Reference Levels (A1 to C2) spanning four wide-ranging domains of language use (public, personal, educational and occupational). The Benchmarks, on the other hand, are much narrower in their focus. Considering the L2 learning needs of EAL pupils at primary school in Ireland, they concentrate on the educational domain.
In addition, the Benchmarks cover only the three lower Common Reference Levels of the CEFR (A1, A2 and B1). Given the cognitive range of children at primary school, this restriction is necessary and appropriate. From level B2 upwards, many of the CEFR descriptors relate to academic or vocational uses of language which are beyond the cognitive abilities of most primary school children. Also, as the Benchmarks serve as guidelines for a two-year programme of English language support, progression from level A1 to level B1 seems a realistic target to be attained within this limited period. It also reflects the purpose of the Benchmarks: to 'specify the minimum proficiency required for full participation in mainstream schooling' (IILT, 2003, p.3) . Setting B1 as an exit level does not mark an endstage in the child's ongoing acquisition of English L2. Rather, it recognises that at this level the learner may be considered an 'independent user' of the language he/she is learning (Council of Europe, 2001, p.23) who can function in an L2 environment without direct assistance.
Another fundamental feature of the Benchmarks is that they are deeply rooted in the Irish Primary School Curriculum (NCCA, 1999) . Designed in consultation with teachers, they focus on key themes which recur across the curriculum. Therefore, the Benchmarks may be viewed as a 'curriculum-within-the-curriculum' (Little, 2010, p.19 ) which addresses the specific needs of EAL pupils. Furthermore, taking into account the age range of children in primary education in Ireland (from four to twelve years), the Benchmarks are expressed in a manner that allows their flexible application to pupils of different ages and stages of cognitive development. They thus recognise children's 'individual pathways of learning' (IILT, 2003, p.4 ) which may also be affected by their home language backgrounds,learning styles and previous educational experience4.
Basis for language learning, teaching and assessment
The Benchmarks 'can do' descriptors express anticipated L2 learning outcomes for EAL pupils. As such, they suggest suitable teaching activities and can be used as criteria for assessment. The Benchmarks have also served as a core document in the development of further resources for EAL teaching and intercultural education. These include the teachers' handbook Up and Away (IILT, 2006) which outlines a wide range of classroom activities, explains aspects of second language acquisition, and highlights the importance of home language maintenance and engagement with immigrant parents. engaged in more 'active' forms of discoursesuch as taking initiatives in classroom talk or elaborating on topics of interesttheir L2 oral use was often associated with the highest L2 proficiency level they had thus far attained. This suggests that pedagogical practice which encourages more active classroom discourse could be beneficial regarding L2 acquisition (cf. Swain 2000) . Increased peer discourse rather than pupil-teacher interaction, which was predominant in the recorded lessons, could facilitate this kind of classroom talk by offering children a wider range of discourse roles.
Conclusion
The results of this research demonstrate that child second language acquisition is a complex phenomenon which is subject to considerable individual variation. This study also shows that context-sensitive adaptations of the CEFR can appropriately map young learners' L2 development.These findings have implications for pedagogical practice. They also indicate that the Benchmarks 'positively focused 'can do' approach to language learning, teaching and assessmentcould be relevant beyond the Irish context. Internationally, it could be applied to immigrant children learning any language of schoolingor to children learning modern languagesin the primary school. This could have many benefits for young learners. For example, assessment tools such as versions of the ELPcould be used to support more effective and autonomous language learning. Finally, the plurilingual and intercultural approach underpinning the Benchmarks is one that, as outlined above, recognises the linguistic and cultural identity of each child. This allows the language learning experience to become an affirmation of children's unique identities and an opportunity for intercultural sharing from an early age. Encouraging plurilingualism in this way can thus be an important aspect of developing democratic citizenship, as advocated by the Council of Europe (2001, p.4) . Training with regard to such approaches, through initial teacher education and continuing professional development, is therefore essential.
